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(Chapter 3
YOUTH IN OBSCURITY

A REMARKABLE symbol for a man who was to
become supranational, a genius belonging to the whole
world, was that Erasmus had no mother country, no
home.   In a certain sense, he was born in void space.
The name Erasmus Roterodamus was not bestowed on
him by his father or his ancestors.   It was an assumed
name coined from the language of his adoption, not from
the Dutch which was spoken habitually around him, but
from the Latin he acquired in later days. The date of his
birth is uncertain; though there is good reason to sup-
pose that he was born round about 1466.    Erasmus
himself is to blame for the obscurity in which his early
days are wrapped; he disliked talking about his begin-
nings, for he was not only an illegitimate child but the
son of a priest.  Ex illicito et ut timet incesto damnotoque coitu
genitus, and what Charles Reade, in his celebrated work
The Cloister and the Hearth, narrates concerning the child-
hood of Margaret Brandt's boy is the sheerest romance.
Erasmus's parents died early; and, very naturally, the
relatives wished the bastard to be reared as cheaply as
possible.    Luckily the Church is never loath to take
charge of a youngster who seems of good promise.   At
nine years of age, little Desiderius (more truthfully, the
Undesired!) was sent to school at Deventer and later to
Hertogenbosch.    In 1487 he entered the Augustinian
monastery at Steyn, not so much from religious inclina-
tion as because that cloister happened to possess the
finest library of classical literature the country could
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